Study objective-The aim ofthe study was to evaluate the effectiveness of a centralised population based cervical cytology screening programme.
In the Florence Province a programme for cervical cancer screening is currently run by the Centre for Study and Prevention of Oncological diseases (CSPO). The resident female population aged between 18 and 60 years is periodically invited to undergo a Papanicolaou smear (Pap smear) (the total female population of the area at the 1981 National Census was 635 604; about 340 000 women were in the 18-60 year age group).
This regular invitation protocol was started only in 1980. In previous years access was free for self referred women: on average in the period 1970-1974, 40 000 examinations were carried out per year, while in the period 1975-1979 the examinations increased to 50 000 per year.
When they have been taken, the cytology smears are sent to the centralised laboratory at CSPO which also maintains a computerised archive of all the information collected (on average 70 000 vaginal cytology smears have been examined annually since 1980). Colposcopy has been available since 1978 and approximately 10% of the screened women have been examined (currently around 8000 colposcopy examinations are performed per year). Participation in the programme is completely free.
The aim of the present study was to evaluate the effectiveness of this screening programme, using the data available in the computerised archives relating to all Pap smears carried out since 1970.
The study design chosen was of the casecontrol type, used recently not only to evaluate the efficacy of this type of screeningl4 but also to evaluate programmes for breast cancer screening in Europe"7 and more recently for gastric cancer in Japan8 and lung cancer in Germany. 9 The use of this study design in the evaluation of screening programmes has recently been reviewed by various authors.'0 1 It is important to emphasise that no data derived from controlled studies are available for evaluating screening programmes for this cancer, as there are for breast cancer, where there is also solid evidence from randomised studies.12 13 The local cancer registry (Registro Tumori Toscano or RTT) came into being on January 1 1984. For the years 1975-1983 a preliminary study had identified the women resident in the Province of Florence and diagnosed with cervical cancer with histological confirmation. Cases identified as "incident" in the years 1975-81 were not used in the this study in order to ensure maximum reliability of the incidence date. These cases formed an archive of "prevalent" cases.
The incidence rate of cancer of the uterine cervix in the province of Florence for 1985 has been estimated by the RTT, the European standardised rate being 9-3 per 100 000 women. 
